







hen	 I	met	Robyn	 in	our	first	week	at	university,	one	of	the	things	 I	noticed	
about	 her	 was	 two	 dainty	 silver	 rings	 that	 she	 wears	 on	 her	 left	 middle	
finger.	Whether	she	is	cooking	in	the	kitchen,	going	for	a	run	or	studying	in	
the	library,	she	always	wears	the	same	two	rings.	Once	during	a	conversation,	she	told	me	‘I	












jewellery	 box.	Whenever	 I	 happen	 to	 leave	 the	 house	without	 it	 I	 feel	 as	 if	 something	 is	
missing.	Earlier	this	year	when	I	started	thinking	about	the	Ethnographic	Encounters	Project,	
I	remembered	the	conversation	Robyn	and	I	had	and	decided	to	embark	on	this	journey	to	




process	of	my	ethnography.	 Initially	 I	 attempted	 to	 leave	behind	my	personal	experiences	
with	jewellery	that	has	meaning	to	me	and	to	focus	solely	on	my	participants’	perspectives.	
However,	my	personal	experience	turned	out	to	influence	the	people	I	talked	to	and	the	way	











In	 contrast,	 I	would	 have	 described	my	 two	other	 informants	 –	Maria	 and	 Izzy	 –	more	 as	
acquaintances	prior	to	starting	fieldwork.	We	had	met	sporadically	during	classes	or	bumped	
into	each	other	on	 the	 streets	of	 St	Andrews.	 To	both	of	 them	 I	mentioned	during	 casual	
conversations	that	I	was	doing	a	project	on	jewellery	pieces	worn	daily	by	their	owners,	and	




aunt	 about	 four	 years	 ago	 but	 only	 started	 to	 wear	 it	 consistently	 when	 she	 entered	
university.	2	It	was	originally	her	grandmother’s	and	now	Maria	wears	it	on	her	right	middle	
finger.	 It	 is	 a	 gold	 ring	with	 a	 square	 honey-brown	 gemstone	 and	 a	white	 silhouette	 that	
resembles	a	bust	head	of	a	women	on	it.	On	her	left	index	finger,	she	wears	a	big	silver	ring	
that	has	strands	bent	and	interwoven	to	resemble	‘a	bit	of	an	unusual	 looking	bird’.	Maria	




with	three	pendants	on	 it;	 two	of	 them	are	dog	tags	which	are	 from	two	of	her	dogs	who	


















come	out	of	clinical	 skills	 I	put	 them	back	on.	 I	had	a	bit	of	a	 freak	out	a	 few	






jewellery	 on	 a	 daily	 basis.	 For	 the	 sake	 of	 simplicity,	 I	 will	 hence	 refer	 to	 these	 pieces	 of	
jewellery	 as	 ‘sentimental	 jewellery’	 on	 the	 basis	 that	 ‘[s]entimental	 value	 is	 a	 quality	 of	
objects	to	which	one	feels	emotionally	attached’	(Hatzimoysis	2003:	373).	What	is	crucial	to	
understand	 is	 that	 sentimental	 value	 is	 not	 universal.	 While	 Sarah’s	 earrings	 have	
sentimental	meaning	to	her,	this	does	not	mean	they	have	the	same	meaning	to	me,	just	like	
my	necklace	 is	 not	 sentimental	 to	 her.	 Izzy,	 for	 example,	 described	 the	 connection	 to	her	
necklace	like	this:	
	





particularly	 pleasing	 in	 an	 aesthetic	 sense,	 it	 is	worn	because	 it	 is	 of	 sentimental	 value	 to	
Izzy.	 Robyn	 does	 not	 usually	 wear	 jewellery,	 so	 the	 rings	 she	 wears	 are	 not	 ‘a	 fashion	






with	 sentimental	 value.	 Why	 was	 it	 that	 particular	 necklace	 and	 not	 another	 piece	 of	
jewellery?	What	processes	 transform	an	 item	of	 jewellery	 from	a	 commodity,	 that	 can	be	




After	 having	 conducted	 interviews	with	my	 participants	 and	 having	 transcribed	 17	 pages’	
worth	 of	 material,	 I	 realised	 that	 what	 made	 the	 jewellery	 pieces	 sentimental	 to	 my	
participants	 and	 to	 me	 were	 the	 stories	 that	 they	 were	 reminders	 of.	 As	 Gosden	 and	
Marshall	have	put	it,	objects	‘often	have	the	capability	of	accumulating	histories,	so	that	the	






















pointing	 out	 that	 today	 Izzy	 would	 not	 treat	 a	 dog	 in	 this	 manner	 again.	 As	 Bursan	 has	
argued	sentimental	 jewellery	 ‘contain[s]	knowledge	of	a	certain	experience’	 (2011:	10).	An	
experience	that	contributed	to	the	way	Izzy	is	like	today.	
	
Sentimental	 jewellery	 can	also	 remind	us	of	 a	 specific	 person	 (Bursan	2011:	 8).	As	 can	be	
seen	 in	 the	 way	 I	 introduced	 my	 participants	 and	 their	 sentimental	 jewellery,	 every	












she	 does	 not	 distinguish	 between	 extended	 and	 nuclear	 family	 as	 she	 told	me:	 ‘from	my	
parents	to	my	grandma,	to	my	cousins	and	my	sister,	they’re	all	just	my	family,	you	know?’	
Her	strong	connection	to	her	family	derives	from	her	constant	travelling	and	moving	around.	














can	 always	 return	 to.	 This	 also	 explains	 why	 Izzy	 fiddles	 around	 with	 her	 necklace	 in	
situations	 in	which	she	 ‘feel[s]	most	vulnerable’	as	 for	example	when	travelling,	 to	remind	
herself	 that	 she	 is	 safe.	 This	 observation	 resonates	 very	much	with	my	experience.	 I	 have	





What	 these	 observations	 depict	 is	 that	 jewellery	 accrues	 sentimental	 value	 through	 the	
experiences,	 people	 and	 stories	 that	 it	 reminds	 us	 of.	 Through	 accumulating	 these	




material	 object.	 They	 have	 become	 part	 of	 the	 body,	 part	 of	 who	 we	 are	 and	 how	 we	
became	to	be	the	people	we	are	today.	Parts	of	our	selves	have	translated	into	the	material	





the	 thematic	 exploration	 to	 a	 more	 methodological	 approach.	 During	 my	 fieldwork	 I	
wondered	why	my	 informants	were	 sharing	 their	 life	 stories	with	me.	Hoskins	has	 argued	
that	 biographical	 objects,	 like	 sentimental	 jewellery,	 are	 ‘endowed	 with	 the	 personal	
characteristics	 of	 their	 owners’	 (1988:	 7)	which	 is	why	 people	 tend	 to	 give	 ‘introspective,	
intimate,	and	personal	accounts’	(ibid:	2)	of	their	life-stories	when	asked	about	them.	This	is	
certainly	 true,	 as	 I	 was	 able	 to	 observe	 in	 the	 case	 of	 Izzy	 and	Maria	who	 I	 have	 initially	
described	 as	 acquaintances.	 During	 each	 of	 the	 one-hour	 conversation	 I	 had	 with	 them	
individually,	 our	 discussion	 about	 their	 sentimental	 jewellery	 developed	 into	 thorough	







Through	 researching	 methodologies	 of	 doing	 fieldwork	 I	 encountered	 the	 literature	 on	
autoethnography.	 This	 can	 be	 defined	 as	 an	 approach	 that	 combines	 autobiography	 and	
ethnography	‘that	seeks	to	describe	and	systematically	analyse	per-sonal	experience	in	order	
to	understand	cultural	experience’	(Ellis	et	al	2011:	273).	As	autoethnographer	I	assumed	the	
‘dual	 interactive	 roles	of	 researcher	and	 research	participant’	 (Berger	2011:	512	 cited	Ellis	
1998:	49).	I	hence	treated	my	personal	experiences	and	other’s	experiences	as	primary	data	
alike.	The	purpose	of	this	is	to	illuminate	that	my	assumptions	about	sentimental	jewellery	
are	not	 value-free	but	 ‘self-consciously	 value-centered’	 (Ellis	 et	 al	 2011:	 274).	Rather	 than	





way	my	participants	perceived	me.	Opportunistic	here	means	 that	 I	was	part	of	 the	group	





it.	 This	 transpired	 in	 our	 conversations	 as	 there	was	 a	mutual	 understanding	 that	 I	 knew	
about	their	stories,	as	 for	example	their	 families,	and	they	similarly	knew	about	mine.	Our	
conversations	took	place	in	environments	in	which	we	would	usually	meet	as	well,	such	as	in	
the	 kitchen	 or	 in	 the	 living	 room,	 in	 order	 to	 make	 it	 feel	 less	 like	 a	 staged	 interview.	
Nonetheless,	what	stood	out,	 in	comparison	to	my	conversations	with	Maria	and	 Izzy,	was	












conversational.	Maria	 later	 told	me	 that	 she	 initially	 felt	 that	 ‘because	 it	was	an	 interview	
[she]	 felt	 like	 [she]	 needed	 to	 talk	more	 about	 [herself]’.	 Izzy,	 similarly	would	 hesitate	 to	
elaborate	on	certain	topics	by	pointing	out	that	they	were	‘completely	off-topic’.	Again,	due	
to	my	perceived	 role	 as	 researcher,	 the	way	 that	 the	 life-stories	were	 told	was	 revised	 to	
‘suit	the	predicaments’	in	which	my	participants	found	themselves	in	the	moment	(Hoskins	
1998:	 6).	 In	 order	 to	 combat	 this	 perceived	 hierarchy	 between	 researcher	 and	 research	
participant	 (Berger	 2001:	 507)	 I,	 not	 knowing	 at	 that	 time	 that	 this	 was	 part	 of	 an	
autoethnography,	 started	 telling	 Maria	 and	 Izzy	 my	 stories	 and	 how	 they	 related	 to	 my	
sentimental	 jewellery.	What	 followed	was	 a	 greater	 sense	 of	 rapport	 and	 turned	 from	an	








Through	 this	 autoethnographic	 journey,	 which	 describes	 both	 the	 process	 as	 well	 as	 the	
product	 of	 my	 project	 (Ellis	 et	 al	 2011),	 I	 was	 able	 to	 better	 understand	 my	 personal	
experience	 with	 sentimental	 jewellery	 as	 well	 as	 put	 it	 into	 context	 with	 other	 people’s	
experiences.	 It	 crystallised	 that	 my	 participants	 and	 I	 feel	 naked	 without	 our	 particular	
pieces	of	 jewellery	because	 they	have	 sentimental	 value	 to	us.	By	adopting	a	biographical	
approach	 (Gosden	 and	Marshall	 1999:	 170)	 it	 is	 possible	 to	 explain	 that	 this	 sentimental	
value	emerges	from	stories,	events	and	people	which	become	intertwined	with	the	jewellery	
pieces	 and	 therefore	 are	 inextricably	 linked	 to	 it.	 As	 Bursan	 has	 said:	 ‘the	 self	 is	 not	
necessarily	located	inside,	but	“outside”’	(2011:	12).	Doing	and	writing	an	autoethnography	
	9	 	
allowed	me	to	weave	my	subjectivity	and	experiences	into	this	paper,	as	well	as	fully	capture	
the	circumstances	under	which	my	participants	offered	to	share	their	stories	with	me.	
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